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Box 1: Rupantar at a Glance
Rupantar, a rights-based NGO working in Khulna, in 
Southwest Bangladesh, has, over the last 15 years, 
used a set of evolving Gender Equality Mainstreaming 
strategies to promote grassroots women's leadership 
in public and political decision-making processes.  
Rupantar mobilises and trains poor rural women, in 
leadership and negotiation skills to empower them to 
speak out and claim their rights as Bangladeshi 
citizens (see Box I below). This good practice case 
study, selected by SDC's Gender Platform, examines 
the experiences of and lessons learnt by Rupantar 
through implementing GEM strategies in its   
political empowerment work with poor, grassroots 
women.  The aim of the case study is to identify what 
strategies work well and the challenges facing 
Rupantar in promoting grassroots women's political 
empowerment.
Globally, empowering women politically to ensure their 
participation in public life is one of the most 
challenging areas of gender inequality to be 
addressed (World Bank 2012), and Bangladesh is no 
exception. Women in Bangladesh have faced, and 
continue to face, significant discrimination in public life 
and progress towards gender equality in public 
decision making is slow (Hussain and Akhter 2011; 
Moshin, 2010).  For poor women, in particular, to raise 
their voice and take a stand in public life without 
family, social and organisational support risks 
violence, harassment and exclusion. In an intensely 
hierarchical Bangladesh, this is no surprise.   People 
gain a public voice and develop political agency 
through the social and political networks they can 
draw on. For the poorest people, these are highly 
circumscribed. Nevertheless, organised pressure by 
social movements and civil society organisations, 
including Rupantar, has over the last 15 years, led to 
a rising voice of poor and excluded people, especially  
 
● Rupantar, meaning transformation, was founded in 1992. Its vision is of a democratic society free from 
hunger and injustice where women and men enjoy the same freedoms and fulfilment of rights.
● It started with cultural activism and later began development projects through donor funding. There are 
five donor-funded programmes: gender and development, human rights, child rights, governance and 
environment and disaster management.
● Began working on the Grassroots Women's Leadership Programme (GWLP) in 1998. The programme 
is now in its fourth phase (see annex-2).
● Phase 4 began in 2011 with a total budget of 1.2 million CHF; it is scheduled for completion in 2014.
● GWLP is targeted at poor and marginalised women and their families in 32 Unions of 4 Upazilas (sub-
districts) under 2 districts in the greater Khulna region in Southwest Bangladesh.
● It has reached over 114,977 people in its target area or almost 20% of the area's total population. 
Women comprise 65% of the target group and 24, 967 women are directly participating in project 
activities. 
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1. Introduction
Rupantar: The Context for Women's Political Empowerment 
women, in formal and informal local governance 
process, thus changing the political landscape in 
which Rupantar operates. Reforms to local 
government, over the same period, have also 
changed local-level political dynamics and brought 
with them new opportunities for the political 
empowerment of women. There have been 
democratic elections to the lower tiers of government - 
Upazilas and Union Parishads - in 2009 and 2011 
respectively. Reserved seats for women in the Union 
Parishad (UP) and as one of the vice chairs in the 
Upazila Parishad (UPZ) mean there are increased 
number of politically active women.  
At the lowest level - the UP - Rupantar has been 
working for over 10 (ten) years through the grassroots 
women's organisation it established: Nari Bikash 
Kendra (NBK). NBK women leaders have been active 
in ward and union committees and in planning 
processes for local development activities and stood 
for elections in 2009.  However, the UP is increasingly 
dominated by national party politics and patronage, 
blocking attempts at locally-led political settlements 
influenced by the voices of independent, organised 
women's groups (Duncan et al. 2010, Hussein and 
Akter 2011). The UP elections were substantially 
delayed from 2008 and the new committees were only 
established in mid-2012, resulting in a period of 
uncertainty and curtailed engagement with external 
actors, like Rupantar and NBK.   
Rupantar has only recently begun working at the 
Upazila level, where both the challenges and potential 
for women leaders to engage meaningfully in local 
government decision-making are greater. No 
substantive powers were given to UPZ chairs until 
recently; the role of the women vice chairs is still to be 
fully clarified and rules and regulations governing the 
running of the UPZ and its committees are not made 
fully operational. The bureaucracy continues to resist 
decentralisation and block opportunities for the voices 
of poor and marginalised women and men. MPs, 
pursuing national and party politics agendas, are also 
vying for influence and control, undermining the 
legitimacy and influence of locally elected leaders. 
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6There has been progress; the increasing presence of 
women in local government has opened up debate 
and dialogue around issues of women's rights.  But, 
their elected presence has yet to translate into 
meaningful political empowerment. Across 
Bangladesh, women representatives still report having 
little power in practice despite being elected. In part, 
this is because formal institutions of local government 
continue to operate in personalised, unofficial and 
informal ways thereby maintaining entrenched 
patterns of discrimination and exclusion of women 
and poor people. Increasingly, the challenge for 
Rupantar and NBK is to address the issues of 
women's political empowerment and reforming  
governance structures so that the public participation 
and presence of women in local government can, over 
time, transform and engender political decision-
making processes.
2. Gender Equality Approach and Implementation
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Rupantar uses a combination of behaviour and social 
change implementation strategies to promote its 
approach. These strategies work to:
● develop the confidence  and agency of women to 
question and challenge existing norms and 
patterns of behaviour within their households  and 
their communities; and
● provide a political platform from which women  and 
their supporters can begin to raise their voices 
collectively to  claim their rights and challenge the 
institutional and structural barriers to gender 
equality.
Its behaviour change strategies facilitate positive 
changes in the ways individuals - men and women - 
and communities think about gender roles and relate 
to women in society. Strategies include:
● raising  grassroots women's awareness of and 
knowledge about rights, entitlements  and the legal 
framework supporting  gender,  and more broadly, 
Rupantar's approach to gender equality and women's 
political empowerment follows a theory of change 
based on four interlinked assumptions:
● Progress towards gender equality is driven by 
women's empowerment;
● Agency and voice are instrumental in empowering 
women and progressing gender equality (See Box 
2). Women's agency affects their capabilities to 
build up their social networks, strengthen their 
human capital and take advantage of economic 
opportunities. Women's abilities to raise their voice 
together to make choices and decisions, for 
example in determining  local development 
priorities or challenging gender-based violence, 
have the potential to transform gender relations 
and, by extension, society;
● Awareness-raising about gender equality, gender 
justice and the rights of women needs to be 
directed at men as well as women at all levels - in 
the household, in the community and within 
government systems and structures. Working with 
women alone will not change the unequal power 
relationships, which maintain inequalities and 
discrimination against women; and 
● Only when women become their own advocates for 
change within the political systems and processes 
of government, can gender equality be reached 
and sustained.
Box 2: Defining Agency and Voice 
● Voice and agency are closely-linked terms. They refer to the ability to speak out, be heard and to take 
action - fundamental aspects of political empowerment.
● Agency is about one's ability to make choices and to transform them into desired outcomes. Across all 
countries and cultures there are differences between men and women's abilities to make these 
choices, usually to women's disadvantage"(a).
● Voice is shorthand for a process of dialogue, communication and negotiation. Those who have voice 
can negotiate for their own benefit, and in some cases, of those they represent. People who have no 
voice (such as many women) have no power. Gender inequalities affect women's ability to express 
their opinions and concerns or participate in decision-making which affects their lives (b).
Source: a) WB 2012:32; b) Brocklesby 2012
Gender Equality Approach
Gender Equality Implementation Strategies
8social equality through training, group meetings and 
cultural activities; 
● supporting and reinforcing positive behaviour 
changes within families and households through 
couple trainings and discussions with both the 
husbands and wives; and
● increasing the willingness of local government 
officials and elected representatives - both men 
and women - through gender equality awareness 
trainings and meetings, to embrace and promote 
women's political empowerment.
The social change strategies reinforce and make the 
most of behaviour changes that will benefit women at 
the structural and institutional level. The strategies 
have evolved over the 4 phases of GWLP. Their 
evolution demonstrates the success of NBK in 
nurturing women's leadership:  women are being 
elected. They also indicate how Rupantar has 
adapted its strategies to take account of the changing 
political environment; the distinct needs and demands 
of poorer and more marginalised women and the 
need to build alliances to support sustained political 
empowerment of women (see annex 3 for a timeline 
of the GWLP).  The strategies include:
● the long-term and gradual development of an 
independent  women's organisation - Nari Bikash 
Kendra - through which women participants 
organise and engage in public and political 
processes for change (see Box 3) - All 4 phases;
● building links between the elites and poor women, 
to open political space for women to have 
meaningful voice  and to participate actively in 
local development activities at all levels of local 
government - from the ward through the Union 
Parishad up to the Upazila (sub-district) - Phase 2 
onwards;
● building networks and partnerships with government, 
national and international organisations to lobby for 
an end to gender discrimination in policy and 
practice - from Phase 1 onwards and increasingly 
important in Phases 3 and 4;
● through NBK,  building women's leadership skills 
and political networks to enable leaders to stand 
for the post of elected representatives both in the 
reserved  and open seats at the UP and Upazila 
Parishad - Phases 3 and 4; and
● strengthening the asset base of NBK members by:
a) supporting NBK  members demand and claim 
rights and entitlements which will strengthen 
their access and control over goods and 
services necessary for human and livelihood 
security. For example, gaining access to Khas 
land and water bodies for agriculture and 
aquaculture production;   securing social safety 
net entitlements and improving access to 
affordable health and education services of 
acceptable quality for themselves and their 
families - Phases 2,3 and 4; and
   
b) accessing livelihoods training for poorer 
members so that they can take full advantage of 
the economic advantages available  as they 
fight for their rights - Phase 4 only.
 
 Box 3: The organisational structure of NBK 
NBK is a democratic organisation with a federated structure.  NBK now has a membership of 53,883 
women. Women join as general members at the ward level - the lowest tier of local government. Women are 
elected as representatives in networked Union and Upazila committees. The present structure comprises:
● Ward Committees involving all general members of NBK and run by an executive of 15 members. 
Ward committees meet bimonthly.
● Union Committees made up of 11 elected representatives from the wards, which also meet bimonthly.
● Upazila Network Committees comprising 3 elected officials from each of the Union committees with a 
total membership of up to 27 women. 
● Central-Level Network Committee bringing together elected leaders from all the Upazilas and providing 
a platform from which NBK can engage in national policy dialogues and decision-making.
3. Gender Equality Mainstreaming 
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Rupantar has had a gender policy since 2000. This 
outlines the rationale for why, given its approach, 
gender equality needs to be institutionalised 
throughout the organisation. Its gender mainstreaming 
strategies are outlined within the policy and include: 
working conditions within the organisation (see Box 
4); systems for promoting GEM;  promotion of gender 
sensitive working relationships with external 
organisations, gender auditing and gender-sensitive 
monitoring and evaluation. A gender-sensitive cell 
reporting directly to senior management oversees the 
implementation of the gender policy.
In practice, Rupantar's gender equality strategies 
have evolved significantly since 2000, but its gender 
policy has not been updated to reflect the changes.  
Nor has a separate GEM strategy been produced, 
which clarifies how it will adjust its management 
systems and processes in order to meet its gender 
policy objectives. Formal gender audits outside of 
donor reviews also do not happen, so tracking the 
effectiveness of GEM in practice is largely informal 
and ad hoc. The lack of a living and clearly articulated 
GEM framework undermines the coherence of 
Rupantar's approach. Opportunities are missed to 
adapt management systems and processes and 
respond strategically to changing circumstances or 
emerging gender issues. It also means that the 
ongoing challenges that Rupantar faces in integrating 
GEM into all aspects of its work, especially staffing 
ratios and M&E (see below), do not receive the 
investment in time and resources necessary to 
overcome them.
Box 4:  Rupantar's gender-sensitive working practices - some examples
Rupantar has established a set of gender-sensitive working conditions, which makes it one of the most 
progressive NGOs in Bangladesh in terms of promoting gender equality.  Practices include:
● compulsory gender awareness trainings and workshops for all staff;
● compulsory procedures and earmarked resources for ensuring the safety of women staff when working 
out of the office;
● maternity, paternity and family leave;
● zero-tolerance to sexual harassment at work - with clear penalties and grievance procedures; and 
● reproductive healthcare leave for women staff of 120 days per year.
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All of the staff receive gender awareness training on 
induction and attend regular gender-based trainings 
and discussion meetings leading to positive behaviour 
changes within Rupantar.  Staff highlight the high level 
of respect and support shown to women staff 
members as one of the strengths of the organisation. 
However, in terms of number, Rupantar has faced 
challenges in meeting its internal target of a minimum 
40 percent of the staff being female. Currently, 37 
percent of the staff working on the GWLP are women, 
the highest it has ever been. Recruiting and retaining 
women in senior management positions have been a 
challenge for Rupantar.  There has been progress in 
Phase 4 with 2 out of the 5 project managers being 
women, but it has yet to be able to promote women's 
leadership and empowerment internally to the same 
extent as it has done in NBK. 
 
Rupantar has a strategy of recruiting staff locally in 
order to remain rooted in the local culture. It has 
helped Rupantar maintain very low rate of staff 
turnover with a significant proportion of the field staff 
having worked for over eight years on the GWLP.  
However, there is a trade-off:  the strategy may limit 
its ability to recruit experienced women managers and 
field staff from outside the area.  Different recruitment 
strategies will need to be tested if Rupantar is to 
achieve its goal of gender parity in staffing. 
Nevertheless, local recruitment is a highly effective 
strategy in supporting progress towards women's 
political empowerment.  The benefits are threefold:
● GEM is embedded in the institutional culture and 
practices of Rupantar because low turnover means 
skills, capacities and knowledge are sustained 
within the organisation;
● Local staff are well known, respected and they act 
as gender-sensitive role models to the wider 
community. Their skills and capacities do not just 
benefit Rupantar but are available  for wider use 
within the Unions and Upazilas; and
● Rupantar can build on and invest in local 
knowledge, which is deepened by an 
understanding of women's political empowerment 
processes. Staff, over time, have become more 
effective in both understanding and engaging with 
local power relationships. This means they can 
tailor their response to the local context, because 
of their detailed understanding of both formal and 
informal power structures.  
Gender-responsive staffing 
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A key challenge for Rupantar has been in developing 
a monitoring system through which the full range of 
outcomes and impacts as a result of women's 
empowerment processes can be tracked and 
documented. Rupantar has had to develop its own 
systems with the usual limited resources of local 
NGOs and little external guidance to help them to do 
so. This is because there are a few monitoring 
frameworks available globally, which measure 
women's political empowerment. Most of them focus 
on the level of political representation, such as the 
number of women elected to local government bodies. 
Measures for tracking how power and gender 
relations have been affected and what impact this has 
on women's capabilities to claim their rights and 
influence political decision-making processes for the 
benefit of themselves and other women are rarely 
included in monitoring frameworks.   
For 10 years, the project-based M&E frameworks  
used by Rupantar  focused on output monitoring and 
the gender indicators tracked what had been done; for  
example: the number of women involved; trainings 
given or women's involvement in public decision-
making  bodies such as school committees or clinics.  
The indicators used and data collected did not capture 
the changes in individual and institutional behaviours 
and relationships as a result of Rupantar's behaviour 
and social change strategies. Only in the later stages 
of Phase 3 and into Phase 4 of the GWLP did 
Rupantar begin to develop more complex and 
responsive gender-sensitive monitoring and 
evaluation.  Achievements include:
● establishing, at the start of phase 4, a dynamic 
baseline that enables Rupantar to begin tracking 
changes in the socio-economic status; satisfaction 
with government social services; access to 
markets and resources and participation in public-
decision making of NBK members in comparison 
with non-members, including the poorest women; 
and
● increasing use of life histories and thematic case 
studies to explore the qualitative changes in 
gender-relationships and the impacts of women's 
political empowerment.
However, challenges remain.  These include:
● tracking differences within NBK itself and 
understanding the extent to which a) poorer and 
more marginalised women and b) general 
members within NBK have the same opportunities 
as better off women and leaders to engage in 
political empowerment processes and develop 
their leadership capabilities;
● establishing gender-sensitive indicators  and 
methods which, in combination, are able to 
measure the full range of impacts as a result of 
women's increased capacities for voice  and 
agency; and
● involving NBK members actively in identifying and 
selecting impact indicators to track gender-based 
changes. This will help in understanding and 
documenting what constitutes meaningful change 
for the members as they strengthen their voice, 
agency and abilities to engage in public life.
Mainstreaming Gender in Monitoring and Evaluation
4. Outcomes and Lessons Learnt
"It has not been easy; it has taken years for us to gain 
acceptance and real political power. Most of us have 
been involved in NBK for 10 or more years. It has taken 
us that long to build up our strength and confidence in 
order to gain the backing to be elected."  - A female UP 
representative and NBK member. 
Political empowerment processes take time.  
Rupantar's greatest strength in promoting women's 
political empowerment has been its long-term 
commitment to building an independent grassroots 
women's movement.  After 15 years, Rupantar and 
NBK are beginning to see the tangible impacts of the 
careful and slow nurturing of women's leadership 
capabilities. 
Women leaders standing in, and winning local 
elections: In the UPZ elections of 2011, four NBK 
leaders stood in election for the post of vice chair and 
one won. In the 2012 UP elections, 96 women stood 
in the reserved seats for women and 62 were elected; 
36 women contested the general seats for women 
and men and one won.  
Women leaders are active and seen as influential in 
the UP and other local decision-making committees. 
In the past, UP committees were usually male only; 
now women are included, by right, and at the request 
of men, with the men indicating that they respect and 
welcome women as members. Almost 400 NBK 
members are part of 13 UP standing committees and 
a further 278  are active in other UP development 
committees such as agricultural and fisheries and 
youth.  Also, 320 NBK members have been called to 
take part in UP pre-annual budget discussion 
sessions to determine annual resource allocations.  
Increasingly, NBK is recognised as influential within 
the UP and to some extent at the UPZ.  Non-members 
are coming to NBK leaders to lobby for support or for 
asking help in securing access to health, education 
and social services.  In the first year of Phase 4, 78 
percent of the people who contacted NBK for support 
were non-members.
Recognition of NBK regionally as a respected and 
independent voice lobbying for women's rights and 
gender equality.  Through the federated, coordinating 
structures of NBK there is a high level of horizontal 
and vertical networking between women leaders 
enabling them to protest against gender-inequality 
issues, such as inheritance laws, early marriage, 
dowry and equal access to khas land and other 
resources;  to access legal support when required or 
to put pressure on local government and service 
providers.  This effective advocacy by women groups 
has led to positive changes in services and challenge 
to rules of the game (in particular corrupt practices).  
NBK is becoming further embedded in political 
systems and structures through the support Rupantar 
has provided to help link women to higher level of 
political decision-making through the MPs and its 
central committee.  
Recognition of women leaders as influential arbiters of 
local dispute resolution processes.  NBK members 
are increasingly involved in the shalish - local dispute-
resolution mechanisms. In UPs where Rupantar has 
been working for 10 years or more, NBK leaders are, 
at the request of UP chairs and other elites, becoming 
more involved in complex and community-wide 
shalish, such as local land arbitrations. NBK 
members' involvement in shalish relating to gender 
issues such as gender-based violence, divorce or 
early marriage is highly respected. Women members 
are seen as independent, knowledgeable and 
effective in resolving disputes and bringing local 
justice to bear on sensitive family issues.
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Social and cultural acceptance of women's mobility 
and political presence-key indicators of 
empowerment. Women's mobility, particularly in the 
more conservative areas, where Rupantar is working, 
is often highly restricted.  Travelling alone beyond the 
UP is unusual. As a result of Rupantar's activities, 
women organising independently and taking part in 
public meetings outside the home in the UP and 
Upazila is increasingly accepted as a social norm 
within households, communities and local decision-
making bodies. Women leaders and some NBK 
members are able to move about independently, 
operating from the household through to the Upazila. 
They are well connected and networked with key 
organisations and individuals who they contact in 
case of problems at the local-level, particularly those 
concerned with legal issues. 
Strengthened household and community resilience to 
natural disasters because women's agency has 
increased. Rupantar's programme area in Southwest 
Bangladesh is highly vulnerable to natural disasters.  
Over the last 15 years, the area has been hit by a 
number of cyclones of varying intensity. The presence 
of NBK's networks in the wards and UP is providing a 
buffer for women members, their families and the 
wider community against the worse impacts of natural 
disaster.  During the 2007 cyclone Sidr, for example, 
Rupantar was able to mobilise much faster than other 
organisations, because of NBK leaders and networks 
that provided a fast and effective channel for 
communication and identification of need within the 
wider community. This experience of coping with 
household and livelihood losses, after the cyclone, 
increased women's confidence in their abilities to use 
their collective voice and social networks to support 
communities withstand and reduce the risks of future 
disasters.  NBK is now, independently of Rupantar, 
involved in the area's Disaster Risk Reduction 
Programme.
14
There are a number of lessons to be learnt from 
Rupantar about the effectiveness and challenges of its 
approach and strategies to women's political 
empowerment.
Personal empowerment within the household is the 
stepping stone towards political empowerment. The 
first major barrier to women's political empowerment 
is their lack of power within the home. In the initial  
phases of Rupantar's work, there was a high degree 
of resistance, by men, to women joining groups, 
including violence in some cases. Rupantar's 
behaviour change strategies have supported male 
attitudinal and behaviour changes and the couple 
trainings, in particular, are a highly effective strategy in 
supporting women and men transform power 
relationships with the household. Objections to 
women's activism dissipate, as it becomes clear there 
are direct benefits to the household as a result of the 
women's involvement in NBK, including better access 
to services.
"Before I was caged, now I fly free. I knew nothing, we 
knew nothing; we had no say in family matters, many of 
us married early and never finished school. We did 
what our husbands and mother-in-laws told us. My 
husband didn't want me to join a group, he tried to stop 
me. The couple training opened our eyes. He started to 
see me as a person in my own right. Now I can do what 
I want; we make decisions together." - A female NBK 
member.
Strengthening women's access to information is 
fundamental to political empowerment processes. 
Rupantar's social change strategies of raising 
women's awareness of gender inequality and their 
rights and entitlements as citizens of Bangladesh go 
beyond telling them about their rights. Information is 
presented as a tool to help them raise their voice, and 
demand change. This is because Rupantar works to 
enhance women's capacities to access information 
about rights and entitlements directly from 
government institutions, service providers and 
external networks so that they can advocate on their 
own behalf for change and the fulfilment of rights.  
Combining behaviour change strategies with broader 
social change strategies has been effective in 
supporting a local enabling environment for women's 
strengthened voice to be heard and acted upon.  Local 
government gender awareness dialogue and training 
have been successful in building awareness and 
acceptance, particularly amongst those who are 
resistant to women's empowerment and strengthened 
voice. But it is the broader social change strategies that 
enable women to grasp opportunities for effective 
advocacy and political change. Women in NBK report 
that in UPs where there are few or no women 
representatives and Rupantar has been less active or 
where no gender awareness training has taken place, 
male representatives and chairs feel threatened by 
their presence. Women representatives are 
marginalised, refused places, as are their rights, on 
development project implementation committees or 
kept from working directly with constituents. In contrast, 
when gender awareness and ongoing dialogue have 
been a routine, the situation is more positive.
"In my union, because every member is aware of 
women's rights and our entitlements as union 
representatives, the chair is very supportive. Our 
demands are heard and we are influential in the UP. 
Women chair three project implementation committees 
and oversee the distribution of VDG cards (social 
benefits for vulnerable groups)." - A female UP 
representative and NBK member. 
Long-term membership of NBK enables women to 
build up the competences to engage with political 
parties and elites on equal terms.  The skills, 
competencies and knowledge women develop in the 
ward, union and upazila committees of NBK are both 
transferable to, and essential for, their engagement in 
wider political arenas.  It gives them the confidence 
and a power base from which to successfully gain 
credibility in political party structures and with the local 
elites.  
 
Lessons Learnt 
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Women NBK leaders are political realists and 
understand that in the current political environment, it 
is difficult to assert influence without party backing; 
particularly if women want to contest the general 
seats in the UP or contest for the post of vice chair in 
the upazila.  
"Yes some of us are in political parties; why not.  But, 
it's NBK that makes us powerful. It's NBK that gives us 
the power and a platform to stand and be counted. NBK 
is more important to us than party politics. We are a 
movement and as we become national we must make 
networks between the different areas to link us 
together. Then maybe we will be recognised as an 
independent force by the national political parties." - A 
female NBK member and elected UP representative 
from general seat. 
NBK has been strengthened as an organisation 
because its organisational structure mirrors local and 
national government structures. Rupantar's strategy of 
linking NBK to these structures has the potential of 
supporting NBK's long-term institutional sustainability 
after project funding finishes. This is because it has 
enabled the organisation to position itself and engage 
with political actors and institutions at the ward, UP 
and Upazila level as well as the parliamentary 
constituency. These institutional linkages and 
positions of influence support NBK weather changes 
in its leadership and to support leaders directly when 
they take up elected positions within local 
government. 
Understanding and flexibly responding to formal and 
informal power structures is critical to reducing 
women's political risk. Poor grassroots women in 
Bangladesh face significant reputation risks and 
political challenges when they enter public life, 
including threats of violence, social stigma and 
character assassination. One of Rupantar's strengths 
is its deep understanding of the gender dimensions of 
local power structures. This knowledge is strategically 
important because it enables staff to support women 
leaders to position them carefully within these power 
structures and identify ways to mitigate political risks. 
At times of high level of insecurity and political 
violence, (extra-judicial killings and elections for 
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example), NBK members and their families trust in the 
security provided by Rupantar because of the 
widespread respect for the approach of Rupantar in 
the local area. As NBK leaders begin to consider the 
potential for engaging in national politics through its 
central committee and as MPs, Rupantar is well 
placed to apply this understanding to national and 
regional political structures. 
Strategies are needed to reduce the risks of 
excluding poorer and marginalised women from 
political empowerment processes and leadership 
positions. In the first three phases of the GWLP, 
Rupantar focused mainly on women who were poor 
but had some capacity because of their existing 
networks and household assets, to take a 
leadership role. Poorer and more marginal women 
were unintentionally excluded. The significant 
barriers they faced in engaging in public decision 
making - lack of social status; family resistance to 
activities outside home that did not bring in money; 
social isolation and 
insecurity - meant many self-excluded or remained at 
the margins of NBK groups. Additionally, as NBK grew 
in strength and demonstrated its effectiveness in local 
political processes, better-off and better educated 
women began to join the groups and take up 
leadership positions.  As a consequence, very poor 
and marginalised women were, and as the 2012 
baseline indicated, still are, under-represented in NBK 
groups and leadership positions. Recognising the 
risks of increasing poorer women's social exclusion 
and powerlessness, Rupantar began in phase 3, and 
into phase 4, to address the specific barriers to 
political empowerment for very poor and marginalised 
women. Strategies included:
● Poverty mapping to understand the distinct 
characteristics of different groups of poor women 
and the specific barriers they face to participate in 
public life;
● Increased attention to ensure poorer women can 
develop skills and capacities for a securer 
livelihood through accessing training and support 
from government and welfare NGOs; and
●  Tracking the number of poorer and marginalised 
women joining NBK in relation to other groups of 
women.
It is too early to tell, what the impacts of these 
strategies will be on the leadership of NBK.  As the 
discussion on gender mainstreaming in M&E 
suggested there are opportunities to strengthen social 
inclusion processes within NBK and address existing 
power imbalances between women members.  These 
will include addressing the behaviours and attitudes of 
current members and leaders to poorer and 
marginalised women.  Currently, NBK leaders view 
them as needing help or charity and not as equal 
partners in processes to demand change and claim 
rights.
"There are the big issues we have to fight. There are 
still early marriages and other injustices against 
women, and equality in participation in local politics is 
not yet there for the poorest women. NBK in the future 
wants to have fund for poorer members that can 
support them out of poverty. If we unite with the poorest 
women, we will also need to strengthen our links with 
other social networks that can help them." - A women 
leader of NBK.
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5. Conclusion
Rupantar's gender equality approach and strategies 
have contributed to the political empowerment of 
grassroots women. They have shown that the careful 
nurturing of women's voice and agency, in tandem with 
forging links with political elites, opens up political 
spaces in which poor women can begin to claim their 
full range of rights as Bangladeshi citizens.  However, 
the gender mainstreaming strategies used by 
Rupantar have resulted in missed opportunities to 
refine and strengthen its gender equality approach. 
More can be done to ensure the full inclusion and 
participation of poorer and marginalised women in 
political empowerment processes and to promote 
women to leadership positions internally within 
Rupantar.
Despite the challenges, NBK is demonstrating that 
poor women do have the skills and capacities to raise 
their own voice and claim their rights rather than let 
others speak for them. The increasing presence of 
women in the structures of government demonstrate 
that, even under difficult political conditions, it is 
possible to build and sustain women's leadership, 
their decision-making skills and legitimacy to engage 
in and influence public decision-making processes. 
This is an important change in terms of citizen-state 
relations: poor women who are often highly unequal 
citizens with little direct access to the state or 
opportunities to engage in politics have demonstrated 
their ability to become active and capable citizens.
18
Annex 1:  Documents Consulted
Brocklesby, M.A. (2012): More than 
Mainstreaming: Promoting Gender Equality and 
Empowering Women through Post-Disaster 
Reconstruction.  Working Paper Series for the 
MDF and JRF, World Bank, Indonesia. 
Ducan A.,  Hassan M., Hossain N., Landell-Mills 
P. And Williams G. (2010): Bangladesh Multi-
donor Country Governance Analysis.  
Unpublished report prepared for the Governance 
Working Group of the Local Consultative Group of 
Development Partners, Bangladesh. 
Hobley, M.  and Hussain, A.  (2009): Mid-term 
review of Rupantar: An Alternative Programmatic 
Intervention to Develop Grassroots Women 
Leadership in Union Parishads.  Unpublished 
report for SDC Bangladesh.
Hussain, N. and Akhter, S. (2011): Gender, Power 
and Politics in Bangladesh: a baseline study for 
the Upazila Support Project.  Unpublished report 
prepared on behalf of the UNDP Bangladesh 
Local Governance Cluster Institute of 
Development Studies Sussex, UK.
Khan, I.A. , Hoque, S.F. and Shams, I. (2011): 
Poverty Mapping based on Livelihoods 
Framework: A meso-level analysis in 4 coastal 
UPZ in Bangladesh.  Report prepared by the 
Socio-economic research and development 
Institute (SERI) for Rupantar.
Moshin, A. (2010): Coming out of the private: 
Women forging voices in Bangladesh.
Azim, F. and Sultan, M. (Eds), (2010): Mapping 
Women's Empowerment experiences from
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan. The University 
Press Limited, Dhaka, Bangladesh.
Rupantar, (2012a): Grassroots Women's 
Leadership: Annual Operation Report February 
2011-January 2012.
Rupantar, (2012b) Grassroots women's 
leadership: timeline of the different phases of 
support.
Rupantar, (2011): Baseline report on Grassroots 
women leadership: phase 4 - September 2011.
Rupantar, (2000): Rupantar Gender Policy.
Rupantar, (n.d.a): Women Political Empowerment 
in South-western Bangladesh. 
Rupantar, (n.d.b): An Alternative programmatic 
Intervention to develop grassroots women 
leadership: some success stories.
World Bank, (2012): Gender Equality and 
Development, World Development Report 2012.
19
 Project Phase Duration Programmatic Focus and Major Achievements
 Pilot Phase October 1998 Building leadership amongst grassroots women
 In 2 districts and to ● Women's groups established  Ward Committee (WC), Women's   
 9 Union Parishads December 2000  Coordination Committee (WCC)
 in Southern  ● Women's groups established  Ward Committee (WC), Women's   
 Bangladesh.    Coordination Committee (WCC)
   ● Women's cultural groups developed at WCC level
   ● Social development training modules developed and women   
    committee members trained 
   ● National and International Days of solidarity celebrated, by women  
    members, to raise awareness and build group identity  
   ● Publication of issue-based booklets to promote literacy; raise   
    awareness and honour past history and leaders of people's liberation
 
 First Phase December 2000 Strengthening the quality of women's leadership
 Continues in the 9 to ● Trainings, meetings, coordination etc. continue
 UPs - work deepens  March 2004 ● Women's committees empowered to engage with local government  
    institutions, take up local issues for local arbitration and play an active  
    role in campaigns to stop violence against women 
   ● Women leaders politically  empowered to contest in reserved seats  
     and general seats in Union Parishad elections
   ● Women leaders' voice and participation in local arbitration increasingly  
    recognised; and they lead campaigns to protest against violence and  
    social, injustice including domestic violence
 Second Phase April 2004 Building active women's leadership across local government   
 Expands to 20  UPs to institutions
 in the same 2 districts June 2007  ● Strengthening of women's organisational activities - approach and  
     activities established in Phase I continues
   ● 11 new WC, WCC and UCC as well as cultural teams established
   ● Upazila-based Women Coordination Committees developed as UZC 
 
 Third Phase July 2007 Strengthening capacities of  grassroots women to promote pro-women,  
 32 UPs in same to pro-poor changes within local government structures
 districts January 201 ● 12 new WC, WCC, UCC and UZC established and activities   
    expanded to new areas
   ● 4 women leaders  stand in  the Upazila elections for vice-chair posts -   
    one elected 
   ● 32 Union-based women organisations are legally registered as Nari  
    Bikash Kendra (NBK)
 Fourth Phase February 2011 Politically empowering  grassroots women to demand improved  
 On-going to access to assets and services, particularly for poor women
  January 2014 ● NBK  recognised as an independent organisation and plays an active  
    role in local politics and decision-making processes
   ● Divisional-level central committee developed for women leaders in  
    Khulna region 
   ● In UP elections, 96 leaders stood in reserved seats - 62 of them won;  
    36 contested in general seats - one  won
The timeline below outlines the different phases of Rupantar's Grassroots Women's Leadership Programme, the 
programmatic focus and the major achievements in each phase.
Annex 2:  Grassroots Women's Leadership Project

